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ABSTRACT 



This study assessed student satisfaction with college in 
seven areas: academic programs; student services; campus atmosphere; social 
activities; career services; academic support; and general satisfaction. A 
total of 720 randomly selected students at Boise State University (BSU) 

(Idaho) were surveyed in fall 1996; data from the American College Testing 
College Outcomes Survey were used to compare BSU students with students at 
public four-year colleges nationwide. The study found that areas where BSU 
students were most satisfied related to the academic program, with the 
highest ratings being given to quality of instruction. The four areas where 
at least 25 percent of students were dissatisfied included: transfer of 
course credits from other colleges; flexible degree requirements; financial 
aid services; and concern for students as individuals. BSU student 
satisfaction ratings generally differed only slightly from those of other 
public four-year colleges. Few differences were found between students who 
were enrolled full-time or part-time. Students who indicated that they 
intended to stop out or transfer to another college next year were similar in 
their lack of satisfaction with some aspects of the college centered on 
feelings of isolation or frustration with degree requirements. Appended are 
tables of survey data and the survey. (SM) 
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SAiisfAcrioN wiili CollEqE As ViEWEd by 
BSU ANd OrbER Four Year CoOeqe SiudEiNTs 
AbsiRACT 

This study sought to assess student satisfaction in seven areas: academic programs, student 
services, campus atmosphere, social activities, career services, academic support, and general 
satisfaction. Comparisons were made to students at other four-year colleges. In addition, 
differences in BSU student satisfaction were assessed based on whether students were working 
or not, attending full- or part-time, and educational plans they had for next year. 

Among the findings: 

• Students were most satisfied with the areas related to the academic program. They gave the 
highest ratings to the quality of instruction with 68% indicating they were satisfied or very 
satisfied and only 10% indicating that they were dissatisfied. 

• Four areas stood out as the places where at least 25% of the students indicated they were 
dissatisfied: transfer of course credits from other colleges to this college (35% 
dissatisfaction), flexible degree requirements (29% dissatisfaction), financial aid services 
(27% dissatisfaction), and concern for the student as an individual (26% dissatisfaction) 

• BSU satisfaction ratings generally differed only slightly from other public four-year colleges’ 
ratings. Only five areas out of 39 showed large differences with BSU students being less 
satisfied. The areas were: class size, flexible degree requirements, transfer of course credits 
from other colleges, sense of belonging on campus, and satisfaction with college in general. 

• Students who worked more than half time seemed to have the same academic experience but 
were less satisfied with student services and the atmosphere of the college. 
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• Few differences were found depending upon whether the student was enrolled that semester 
as a full-time (12 or more credits) or part-time (less than 12 credits). 

• Students who indicated that they intended to stop out or to transfer to another college next 
year were similar in their lack of satisfaction with some aspects of the campus. This 
dissatisfaction centered on a feeling of isolation (lack of informal contact with faculty and a 
feeling of not belonging) and frustration with degree requirements. Undecided students were 
surprisingly positive about the college, often surpassing students who planned to re-enroll in 
their level of satisfaction. 

Taken as a whole, these results indicate that BSU is fairly typical of other four-year public 
institutions in terms of student satisfaction. When dissatisfaction surfaces, it seems to come from 
students who are trying to juggle large workloads with school and is reflected in student services 
and the campus environment in general. Students who indicate they might leave could probably 
be helped by more personal attention both from faculty and from those who could guide them 
through fulfilling their degree requirements. A further look into what dissatisfaction with the 
flexibility of degree requirements actually means could also be useful. 
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SATi'sfAaioN wiiii CollEqE As ViEvx/Ed by 
BSU AN(J OtIier Four Year CollEqE StucIents 

Satisfaction is a nebulous and often overlooked concept in assessing higher education outcomes. 
Astin (1993, p. 273) defines student satisfaction as covering “the student’s subjective experience 
during the college years and perceptions of the value of the educational experience.” In his 
seminal work, What Matters in College: Four Critical Years Revisited, he found a direct 
association between student satisfaction and retention in college. In fact, the “strength of these 
associations and their prevalence across all measures suggest that one promising way to reduce 
an institution’s dropout rate is to focus more attention on student satisfaction as an ‘intermediate 
outcome’” (Astin, 1993, p. 278). Student satisfaction, then, is an important measure for 
guiding the institution in addressing retention issues. In addition, students spent a great deal of 
time and money on their education and are entitled to express how satisfied they are with the 
experience. 

Prior research reports have addressed in the satisfaction of alumni (e.g., R.R. 96-01, R.R. 98-01) 
and of new freshmen (e.g., R.R. 97-01, R.R. 97-05). None of these reports, however, provided 
any external guidance on judging levels of satisfaction. If 68% say they’re “very satisfied” or 
“satisfied” with a service, is that enough? Is that about average? Lacking benchmarks has made 
it more difficult to reach consensus on the meaning of the data. 

This study, therefore, sought to bring both a broader and a more in-depth perspective to the issue 
of student satisfaction. Questions answered through the study included the following; 

• How satisfied are BSU students in terms of the academic program, student services, the 
atmosphere on campus, social activities available to students, career services, and academic 
support services? 

• How does student satisfaction with BSU programs and services compare to responses from 
students at other four-year public colleges? 
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• Does satisfaction differ depending on whether students are full- or part-time, how much they 
work off-campus, and what their plans are for next year (e.g., re-enrolling, stopping out, 
attending another college)? 

The American College Testing (ACT) College Outcomes survey was used to compare responses 
of BSU students to a non-random national group of students who completed the survey at public 
four-year colleges (see Appendix A for a copy of the survey). This report utilized the 39 
satisfaction items in section III of the survey. The items were grouped into seven areas: 
academic programs (11 items), student services (8 items), campus atmosphere (7 items), social 
activities (3 items), career services (3 items), academic support (6 items), and general satisfaction 
(1 item). Students were asked to rate these aspects of college life using a 1-5 scale where “5” 
was “very satisfied” and “1” was “very dissatisfied.” Students who indicated that they could not 
rate the item were eliminated from the analysis of that item. 

A total of 720 BSU students were surveyed in Fall 1996 through a random sampling of fall 
undergraduate classes. The national norm group consisted of the subset of 6,565 four-year 
public institution students from a total of 23,601 who were surveyed between January 1, 1993 
and January 31, 1995. (A listing of all institutions included in the norm group can be found in 
Appendix B.) 
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BSU SnjdENT SATisfAcrioN widt PRoquAivis ANd Services 

The areas where BSU students were most satisfied were all related to the academic program. 
They gave the highest ratings to the quality of instruction with 68% indicating they were 
satisfied or very satisfied and only 10% indicating that they were dissatisfied. The area rated 
second highest was quality of programs of instruction with 67% of students very satisfied or 
satisfied and only 12 % dissatisfied. 

By mean response the top five areas were: 

• Quality of instruction (mean=3.72) 

• Quality of my program of study (mean=3.69) 




6 



2 



• Faculty respect for students (mean=3.68) 

• Library/leaming resources center services (mean=3.64) 

• Availability of faculty for office appointments (mean=3.58) 

Identifying areas of greatest dissatisfaction was a little more difficult. Items which had lower 
mean satisfaction ratings could have been due to either a high percentage of neutral responses 
(which ranged as high as 69%) or the percentage who were actually dissatisfied with that aspect 
of college life. For example, the three areas which had the lowest mean ratings were transfer of 
course credits from other colleges (mean=2.92), flexible degree requirements (mean=3.03) and 
residence hall services and programs (mean=3.03). However, only 18% indicated that they were 
truly dissatisfied with residence halls compared to 29% for degree requirements and 35% for 
transfer of credits. Conversely, 57% indicated they were neutral about their satisfaction with 
residence halls, compared to 34% for degree requirements and 30% for transfer of credits. 

Four areas stood out as the places where at least 25% of the students indicated they were 
dissatisfied. These areas were: 

• Transfer of course credits from other colleges to this college (35% dissatisfaction, 
mean=2.92) 

• Flexible degree requirements (29% dissatisfaction, mean=3.03) 

• Financial aid services (27% dissatisfaction, mean=3.15) 

• Concern for me as an individual (26% dissatisfaction, mean=3.22) 

Figure 1 shows the response distribution for the three areas that had the highest and lowest 
means. Full details can be found in Table 1. 
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Figure 1. Areas of greatest & least satisfaction for BSU students 
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Thus, students were both most satisfied and least satisfied with aspects of their academic 
program. They liked the faculty and quality of instruction. However, they also viewed the 
institution as a fairly rigid and impersonal bureaucracy as noted by the lower satisfaction ratings 
associated with transfer of courses, degree requirements, and concern for the individual. 

The service areas students were least satisfied with were residence hall life and financial aid. 
Many students, however, did not provide a satisfaction rating for a number of the service areas, 
choosing instead to leave it blank or mark it as not applicable. For example, compared to the 
number who responded to the item on quality of instruction (which everyone experienced), less 
than half provided ratings for residence hall services, veterans’ services, language development 
services, or the campus AIDS education program. These services, therefore, were experienced 
by a much smaller segment of the student body. 
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BSU SATisfAaioN Responses CowpAREd to OHter Four Year Public UNh/ERsiiiES 

Using the criterion of a difference of 0.3 between the means', few differences were found 
between BSU student responses and those of students from a sampling of other four-year public 
institutions. Only five areas out of 39 showed differences this great or greater, and several of 
these had already been identified by BSU students as their areas of greatest dissatisfaction. The 
areas were: 

• Class size 

• Flexible degree requirements 

• Transfer of course credits from other colleges to this college 

• My sense of belonging on this campus 

• This college in general 

Figure 2 displays the differences between the two groups in these areas. 



Figure 2. Satisfaction differences between BSU and National Crop 




Area of difference 



’ The standard deviations for the items for the four-year public college group ranged from .84 to 1.19 with 
a strong majority falling around .90-. 95. Thus, the difference was about a third of a standard deviation. 
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SatisFacton differences’ BasecI on OFF-CAMpus EiviployMENT 

Students who worked off-campus more than 20 hours per week were generally less satisfied than 
students who didn’t work at all. Students who worked some, but less than 20 hours per week, 
typically had responses that fell between the two extremes. Full details can be found in Table 2. 

The social activities area showed significant differences on the largest percentage of items (2/3 
or 66%). Students who didn’t work off-campus were more satisfied with college social activities 
and recreational and intramural programs than students who worked more than 20 hours per 
week. See Figure 3 below. 

Figure 3. Differences in satisfaction with social activites based on hours worked 
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In the student services areas, half the items (or four out of eight) were statistically significant. 
Differences were found for student mental health services, residence hall services/programs, 
student health/wellness services, and personal counseling services. Again, students who did not 
work off-campus were significantly more satisfied in each area than students who worked more 
than 20 hours per week. 
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’ Differences were assessed using ANOVA and a .05 level of significance. 
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Slightly less than half the items (3 out of 7) were significant for campus atmosphere. Students 
who didn’t work off-campus were more satisfied with freedom from harassment on campus, 
personal security/safety on campus, and the college’s response to non-traditional students. 

Relatively few significant differences were found for the academic areas. Two of the six 
academic support items were significant: language development services (ESL) and 
library/leaming resource center service. For the 1 1 academic program items, sigmficance was 
found for only two: class size and transfer of course credits. As usual, students who didn’t work 
were most satisfied. 

Given these differences by area, it was not surprising to find differences in ratings of general 
satisfaction. In this case, students who worked less than 20 hours or not at all were more 
satisfied than students who worked more than 20 hours. 

The pattern of findings seems to indicate that students who work more than half time have the 
same academic experience but that they are less satisfied with student services and the 
atmosphere of the college. It is quite possible that this is due to the fact that many of these 
students are attending at night, perhaps at off-campus locations. In addition, these findings are 
somewhat reminiscent of a recent study of the college contribution to student growth which also 
used the ACT survey (see R.R. 99-01). In that case, students who worked more hours thought 
the college had contributed less to both their academic and social growth than students who 
worked fewer hours. 

SAiisfAcrioN DiffERENCES BasecI on CREdhs TaIcen 

Few differences were found depending upon whether the student was enrolled that semester as a 
full-time (12 or more credits) or part-time (less than 12 credits). Surprisingly, students who were 
part-time rated the quality of instruction higher than did full-time students. Full-time students 
were more satisfied with health/wellness services than part-time students were. Mean 
differences can be found in Table 3. 
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These lack of differences reflect the distinction between working and being a part-time student. 
Obviously, the two are not synonymous or the findings would have been more closely 
duplicated. In addition, because of the number of statistical tests run, the few significant 
differences found may have been simple flukes of the data rather than “true” differences. 

SAiisfACrioN DiffERENCES BasecI ON PIans foR Next Year 

One would expect that students who continue to re-enroll would be more satisfied than students 
who leave the college. This was certainly Astin’s (1993) finding based on actual patterns of 
departure. For this study, the hypothesis was tested by taking student responses to an item that 
asked them to indicate their plans for the next academic year and looking for differences in the 
39 satisfaction items. Students indicated that their plans were one of the following: 

• not to attend college (graduating) 

• not to attend college (stopping out) 

• to re-enroll in this college 

• to attend another college 

• undecided 

Though a large majority of respondents (79%) indicated that they planned to re-enroll at BSU, 
small numbers planned to graduate (7%), attend another college (6%), or stop out (2%). An 
additional 7% indicated that they were undecided about next year. 

Only four statistically significant differences were found for the groups: two in the academic 
area and two in the campus atmosphere area (see Table 4). In the academic area, students who 
were graduating or were undecided about their plans were significantly more satisfied with their 
informal contact with faculty than students who were leaving, either because they planned to 
attend another institution or because they wanted to “stop-out”. Students who planned to re- 
enroll fell in the middle and didn’t differ significantly from the other groups. 

In addition, students who were undecided about their plans were more satisfied with the 
flexibility of BSU’s degree requirements than those who planned to leave. This time, graduates 
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and re-enrollees fell in the middle and didn’t differ significantly from the other groups. See 
Figure 4 for details. 



Figure 4. Satisfaction differences based on plans for next year 
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For campus atmosphere, two items were significant: satisfaction with a sense of belonging on 
campus and a campus atmosphere of understanding. Students who were planning to re-enroll or 
were undecided were more satisfied with a sense of belonging on campus than students who 
planned to stop out. Graduates and leavers who planned to attend another college didn’t differ 
from any of the other groups. Despite an overall significance for the item on campus 
atmosphere of understanding, no mean differences among the groups could be found in follow- 
up comparisons. 

These findings indicate that students who stop out and those who intend to transfer to another 
college are similar in their lack of satisfaction with some aspects of the campus. This 
dissatisfaction centers on a feeling of isolation (lack of informal contact with faculty and a 
feeling of not belonging) and bureaucracy. It should be noted, however, that these potential 
leavers generally were satisfied with a broad variety of services. Undecided students were 
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surprisingly positive about the college, often surpassing re-enrollees in their level of satisfaction. 
If these undecided students leave BSU, they probably will leave for reasons other than 
dissatisfaction with the college. 



SuiVlIVlARy ANcl DiscussioN 

The purpose of this study was to gain further insight into satisfaction of BSU students and to 
compare their satisfaction levels with those at other four-year public colleges. BSU students 
were both most and least satisfied with aspects of their academic program. They liked the 
faculty and quality of instruction. However, they also found the institution to be a fairly rigid 
bureaucracy as indicated by lower satisfaction ratings with transfer of courses, degree 
requirements, and concern for the individual. 

Though BSU students had satisfaction ratings that generally fell below those obtained from other 
four-year college students, large differences were found for only five of the 39 areas covered: 
class size, flexible degree requirements, transfer of course credits to the college, sense of 
belonging, and satisfaction with the college in general. These differences may be real. 
Alternatively, they may be due to differences in the institutions represented or the students 
surveyed. 

Some of the institutions included in the four-year sample were similar in size or larger than Boise 
State (e.g.. University of Arkansas, Michigan State, Winona State). However, a number of 
others were smaller and included an over-representation of Missouri public colleges. It is 
difficult to know how similar BSU was to the other colleges included in the four-year public 
group and the extent to which institutional demographics influenced responses. 

In addition, the students in the national sample were closer to the completion of their degrees. 
Presumably, because they had stayed at the institution longer, they may have represented a more 
satisfied group of students than the many freshmen included in the BSU survey. BSU students 
also were more likely to be working, avoid student organizations and events, and be in-state 
residents — all characteristics which Astin (1993) associated with less general satisfaction with 
the college experience. 
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Indeed, Boise State students’ satisfaction varied greatly depending upon the amount of time they 
spent working off-campus. In particular, students who worked more than 20 hours per week 
were less satisfied with many of the social activities and student services areas. Students who 
worked more hours were also less satisfied with the campus environment, specifically freedom 
from harassment on campus, personal security/safety on campus, and the college’s response to 
non-traditional students. Few differences were found, however, for the academic area including 
both programs and services. 

Though Astin (1993) found satisfaction was a good predictor of retention, the relationship was 
not as strong when BSU students were asked about their future schooling plans. Still, the results 
were intriguing. Students who indicated they planned to “stop out” next year or to attend another 
institution were less satisfied with their informal contact with faculty and the flexibility of BSU’s 
degree requirements. Students who planned to stop out also were less satisfied with their feeling 
of belonging on campus. These are signs that students who may end up leaving BSU are less 
engaged in campus life and actually may be experiencing frustration in fulfilling their degree 
requirements. 

Taken as a whole, these results indicate that BSU is fairly typical of other four-year public 
institutions in terms of student satisfaction. When dissatisfaction surfaces, it seems to come from 
students who are trying to juggle large workloads with school and is reflected in student services 
and the campus environment in general. Students who indicate they might leave could probably 
be helped by more personal attention both from faculty and from those who could guide them 
through fulfilling their degree requirements. 
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Comparison of BSU and Four- Year Public Colleue Students on Satisfaction with Colleue 
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Table 2. Satisfaction differences based on hours worked off-campus 



Area: 


Item: 


Hours worked: 


Mean 


N in group 


Social 

Activities 


College social activities 


None 


3.38 


184 


1-20 


3.27 


72 


Over 20 


3.10 


126 


Recreational and intramural 
activities 


None 


3.52 


165 


1-20 


3.37 


57 


Over 20 


3.24 


108 


Student 

Services 


Student mental health services 


None 


3.43 


140 


1-20 


3.14 


50 


Over 20 


3.02 


92 


Residence hall services/programs 


None 


3.14 


124 


1-20 


3.10 


41 


Over 20 


2.76 


85 


Student health/wellness services 


None 


3.51 


169 


1-20 


3.53 


169 


Over 20 


3.19 


109 


Personal counseling services 


None 


3.47 


140 


1-20 


3.27 


52 


Over 20 


3.04 


98 


Campus 

Atmosphere 


Freedom from harassment on 
campus 


None 


3.48 


164 


1-20 


3.36 


58 


Over 20 


3.10 


101 


Personal security/safety on campus 


None 


3.51 


198 


1-20 


3.40 


73 


Over 20 


3.21 


124 


College response to nontraditional 
students (e.g., older, part-time) 


None 


3.64 


195 


1-20 


3.61 


72 


Over 20 


3.27 


134 


Academic 

Support 


Language development services 
for students whose first language 
is not English 


None 


3.24 


88 


1-20 


3.13 


32 


Over 20 


2.92 


61 


Library/leaming resource center 
service 


None 


3.76 


229 


1-20 


3.70 


88 


Over 20 


3.49 


157 


Academic 

Program 


Class size 


None 


3.59 


268 


1-20 


3.55 


92 


Over 20 


3.30 


173 


Transfer of course credits from 
other colleges to this college 


None 


3.16 


161 


1-20 


2.78 


55 


Over 20 


2.71 


113 


General 


This college in general 


None 


3.56 


252 


1-20 


3.67 


89 


Over 20 


3.32 


168 




23 



16 



( 



Table 3. Differences in satisfaction based on full- or part-time status 





Full-time students 


Part-time students 


Item: 


Mean 


N in group 


Mean 


N in group 


Quality of instruction 


3.66 


393 


3.87 


158 


Student health/wellness services 


3.47 


263 


3.21 


86 



Table 4. Differences in satisfaction based on plans for next year 



Item: 


Group: 


Mean 


N in Group 


Informal contact with faculty 
in non-academic settings 


Plan not to attend (graduating) 


3.49 


41 


Plan not to attend (stopping out) 


2.78 


9 


Plan to re-enroll in this college 


3.25 


377 


Plan to attend another college 


2.81 


16 


Undecided 


3.55 


29 


Flexible degree requirements 


Plan not to attend (graduating) 


2.96 


45 


Plan not to attend (stopping out) 


2.50 


6 


Plan to re-enroll in this college 


3.07 


438 


Plan to attend another college 


2.45 


22 


Undecided 


3.35 


34 


My sense of belonging on 
this campus 


Plan not to attend (graduating) 


3.11 


45 


Plan not to attend (stopping out) 


2.29 


7 


Plan to re-enroll in this college 


3.23 


447 


Plan to attend another college 


2.76 


21 


Undecided 


3.51 


37 


Campus atmosphere of 
ethnic, political, and religious 
understanding 


Plan not to attend (graduating) 


2.82 


33 


Plan not to attend (stopping out) 


3.50 


4 


Plan to re-enroll in this college 


3.23 


360 


Plan to attend another college 


3.20 


15 


Undecided 


3.61 


33 
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